Introduction
Digital media technologies increasingly affect how people understand and interact with their environment. As Townsend 1 prophetically suggested, "portable digital communication tools . . . will undoubtedly lead to fundamental transformations in individuals' perceptions of self, and the world, and consequently the way they collectively construct that world." One of the main contributors to the shift Townsend predicted was the mobile web. The mobile web allows people to engage with digital and location-based information on the move. Consequently, the city has become "a hybrid of the physical and the digital." 2 When considered alongside smartphones and location-based social networks (LBSNs), the mobile web has the potential to affect how people engage with both their surroundings and each other. 3, 4, 5, 6 This potential can be seen in the LBSN Foursquare.
Foursquare was developed by Dennis Crowley and Naveen Selvadurai in late 2008 before being launched at the South by Southwest (SxSW) festival in 2009. Since its unveiling, the application has changed considerably. In 2014, Foursquare realigned, focusing on place-based suggestions and navigation. The check-ins that are the focus of this article were moved to a separate application: Swarm. 7 Prior to this realignment, Foursquare functioned in a social, locational, playful, and archival manner. It is this original version of Foursquare that is the focus here. However, most of the data examined below is equally applicable to the newer Swarm application.
Foursquare (and now Swarm) enabled people to form networks through the application and check in to share their location with friends. People could also use Foursquare to explore place because preceding check-ins were algorithmically employed to offer users personalized place-based suggestions. Similarly, other users left "tips" that became locational digital traces of experience. Concerning play, Foursquare effectively turned ordinary "life into a game" 8 by awarding points, mayorships, and badges for check-ins. Lastly, Foursquare worked as a "memory tool that people [could] use to archive their past mobility." 9, 10, 11 Foursquare has been widely studied in mobile communication literature. However, with the exception of Frith's 12 work, extant research has not fully addressed how people use the application to engage in new forms of social interaction or "sociability", as we refer to it throughout this article. "Sociability" in this context includes making social arrangements, engaging in impromptu social encounters, and forging new social connection. As Bertel 13 points out, research on LBSNs and sociability "has mainly been theoretical, critical reviews or interpretations of previous empirical work." Given the incorporation of locative mechanics in more mainstream social-networking sites (SNSs), such as Facebook and Twitter, there is an exigency for additional studies that explore these issues. With this in mind the article expands upon the social potential of Foursquare, drawing on original research to address three overarching questions: (1) is Foursquare used to organize social encounters, and if so, why? (2) Does the visualization of surrounding social connections lead to "serendipitous encounters" with known others? (3) Does the use of Foursquare lead to new social relationships?
To explore these issues further, we first review literature on mobile communication and social coordination. We then describe our methodological approach before moving on to data analysis and concluding with a discussion of our findings. Our chief aim is to shed light on the social practices of Foursquare users and in so doing build upon contemporary understandings of the diverse uses of locative media.
From Time-Based to Space-Based Social Coordination
For much of the twentieth century, examinations of social coordination focused on the temporal dimension. This approach was based on the works of Georg Simmel, who argued the displaced nature of social connections in the metropolis meant that individuals had to adopt time-based systems of social coordination in order for them to function smoothly. For Simmel 14 the "universal diffusion of pocket watches" underlined this situation. Coordinating sociability in the metropolis accordingly involved "complex systems and inflexible time." 15 People had to be "punctual" in order for social arrangements to work as it was not yet possible to rearrange things on the move. 16 The adoption of the mobile phone shifted understandings of temporality, altering practices of urban coordination. 17, 18, 19 ) The finer details of social arrangements can now be negotiated in transit, just as people have the option of remaining in "perpetual contact" with their social circles regardless of physical proximity. 20, 21, 22 For Ling and Yttri 23 this "microcoordination," as they refer to it, has transformed the spatial and temporal constraints surrounding social coordination. 24, 25 These new forms of "on the fly" coordination are important because they effectively "soften" the power of mechanical time. 26 A corollary to this development is the mollification of Simmel's suggested need for "punctuality". Practices of microcoordination have spatial impact as well, as distance is similarly reduced when individuals no longer have to call places (landline phones), but can instead call people. 27, 28, 29 Mobile phones are therefore implicitly understood to reduce the importance of space. 30, 31, 32 This suggestion resonates with early scholarly criticisms of mobile telephony and environmental dislocation, 33, 34, 35 as well as contemporary studies that explore these devices in the context of pedestrian distraction. 36 In contrast to earlier mobile phone scholarship that focused on how people became distracted from their surroundings, and in so doing, it could be argued, momentarily reduced the significance of their location, the rise in locative media can be seen as reinstating the importance of physical location. 37 For de Souza e Silva and Sutko 38 mobile interfaces now function as "technological filters" that help "users manage interactions with city space." As Frith 39 suggests, "[increasingly], individuals use mobile applications to share their location with friends" and to see which social connections are nearby. From this position, far from removing the question of place from sociability, the mobile phone in these instances is "firmly embedded in what it means to experience place," 40 just as it is entangled in communal practices. Humphreys' 41 study of the pioneering mobile social network Dodgeball is a good case in point.
Active in the mid 2000s, Dodgeball allowed users to share their location with a select group of existing friends. Individuals would text their location to a central service, which would then send this information to recipients in a series of text messages. Humphreys 42, 43 found that Dodgeball users frequently changed their movements through the city if they realized friends were nearby, just as they experienced unfamiliar environments as being in some way more familiar. Elaborating on this further, Humpreys 44 identifies a process she refers to as social molecularization. This process occurs when users "experience and move through the city in a collective manner," 45 precisely because of their interaction with this mobile social network. Yet this isn't to suggest that public space lacked sociability outside of Dodgeball. Rather, what Humphreys is positing is the social molecularization configured through Dodgeball is different in two ways. First, users no longer have to discuss location, as this is textually communicated through the interface itself. Second, locational information is detailed in real time, allowing users to make decisions about their movements as and when they receive such information. "Together these two differences can bring about momentum in using and responding to Dodgeball checkins." 46 In effect, then, by enabling users to visualize where their friends were in relation to their locative position, this spatial awareness worked alongside "the clock as a medium for coordinating meetings in space". 47 Dodgeball has since been replaced by more technologically advanced LBSNs that use both the mobile Web and the GPS functionality of smartphones.
These applications provide new opportunities for people to coordinate socially through the sharing of location and the visualization of space. The increase in location sharing and the use of location in mobile applications more generally has been met with a growth in the literature on these applications. 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56 Locative applications and mobile social networks have been shown to alter urban mobilities, 57, 58 imbue life with a sense of play, 59, 60, 61 and more broadly impact perceptions of mobile media. 62 For our purposes, what is significant about the corpus of locative media is that it has "focused on the impact of LBSNs on space and place." 63 While there are notable studies that have extended place-based discussions to other areas, conceptualizing Foursquare through a post-phenomenology of place, 64 and examining the marking of location as a modality of self presentation, 65, 66, 67 aside from Frith's 68 work on Foursquare, research that approaches the application from a sociability perspective is lacking. Similarly, there is a lack of empirical studies that examine Foursquare's potential to either enable "serendipitous encounters" or develop new social ties.
In contrast, a body of work surrounds SNSs and sociability. 69, 70, 71, 72, 73, 74 ) Research in this area has shown how SNSs can facilitate social relationships, 75, 76, 77, 78 maintain existing social connections, 79 ), and forge new friendships. 80 It is our aim to address this gap in the literature on locative media by examining Foursquare in the context of sociability.
Methodology
The data used in this paper is based on semi-structured interviews with a range of Foursquare users. It was never our intention to make broad generalizations about the application, but rather gather rich information on LBSN adoption in everyday lives. This study therefore focuses on "how ordinary people" using Foursquare "observe and describe their lives," 81 paying close attention to what "meanings" individuals attribute to their given social situation.
As Horrocks and King 82 note, "[researchers] seek to recruit participants who represent a variety of positions in relation to the research topic, of a kind that might be expected to throw light on meaningful differences in experience." Following approval by the University Ethics Committee, a diverse range of Foursquare users were recruited for this study. Recruitment involved Foursquare, Twitter, Facebook, Gumtree, leaflets and emails, with Twitter being by far the most successful of these approaches. This is because it allowed us to identify Foursquare users who would then 'retweet' details of our project to larger groups of people. In all instances, individuals interested in the study received a "participant information sheet." This sheet detailed the rationale for the project, what taking part would encompass, and how collected data would be used. Those who still wanted to be involved then had to sign a consent form acknowledging that they had fully read the "participant information sheet," were happy for their data to be used for the purposes of this study, and that they understood they could withdraw from the study at any time. Participant anonymity and confidentiality were protected during and after the project using pseudonyms, while the ensuing data was securely stored, to ensure that it was not disclosed to public/unauthorized individuals.
During the summer of 2012, twenty-two Foursquare users were interviewed, all of whom resided in the south east of Britain. This area was chosen so face-to-face interviews could be conducted where possible. In sum, twenty participants were interviewed in person and two by Skype. Participants included seventeen men and five women. Ages ranged from nineteen to sixtyfive, with the mean age being thirty-two. Interviews were semi-structured and focused on social coordination and sociability. For the most part interviews lasted approximately one hour. This is because half an hour or more is arguably needed in order for the information to be valuable, whereas "anything going much over an hour may be making unreasonable demands on busy interviewees, and could have the effect of reducing the number of persons willing to participate." 83 The vast majority of interviews took place in venues participants regularly checked-in to. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed by hand.
As Klandermans and Staggenborg 84 suggest, "[in] semi-structured interviewing, analysis and interpretation are ongoing processes." Accordingly, the "interpretation of initial interviews can . . . reshape the direction of the study." 85 The first five interviews were piloted to experiment and develop the various verbal probes required to explore the paths emerging amidst the assorted social uses of Foursquare. This approach importantly helped establish the questions that were most conducive to our study. For Horrocks and King, 86 when exploring different approaches to analysis, "one distinction that is often made is between approaches that are strongly focused on language and those that are more concerned with the content of what the participant has to say. Congruently here, and as evidenced by the data sought, this research is principally interested in comprehending how participants use and understand Foursquare from their own perspective, and in their own words. To this end, from the offset it was our intention to become fully immersed in the material gathered. Analysis therefore commenced with the careful reading of full interview transcriptions, highlighting material that was applicable to this project. An interpretive stage was subsequently employed to draw out meaning from our gathered data. These interpretations were then hierarchically ordered in terms of their significance to the exigency of this study."
Findings

Social coordination
Foursquare has promoted the potential for check-ins to positively impact social coordination. Our research found that while participants used Foursquare in a variety of social situations, there was a significant emphasis on interactions in which participants were not sure what time they would be available to meet with friends. 
Amps
We used to do it at work, especially at the media agency, because there are a lot of people using it. People would finish work at different times, depending on what department they were in, so they would maybe go off to a pub or a restaurant and then say, come find us later. So instead of picking up the phone and calling them, you would just find the person, see where they were. As long as they had checked-in you would know that they were at that particular place. So if they were going for a drink or to a restaurant, you wouldn't have to worry about rushing out the door or following them, you can just wait until they checked-in, and then meet them there. This spatial sentience meant that Dennis no longer had to "rush out" after colleagues at the end of the day. He could instead choose when he wanted to join them, at a time and place that was ostensibly convenient to him. To be clear, although the ensuing interactions in both examples did take place at a certain time, they weren't solely organized through time, but also the visualization of space.
Our data shows that the vast majority of these occurrences involved groups of work colleagues congregating at the end of the week. These gatherings frequently involved participants visiting a number of different venues, with both known and unknown others arriving at various times. Some participants commented that prior to Foursquare, such social events were far more challenging to organize because people were less likely to hear their phone ringing as the evening went on, which then made it increasingly difficult for people to find out where everyone else was if they were "late." In most instances, Foursquare's communicative affordances worked best in situations predicated on a prior agreement to meet up that involved multiple people. As multiple participants explained, check-ins were more successful as a form of semi-mass communication than one-on-one interpersonal communication. In dyadic interpersonal situations, texting or simple messaging was likely more effective.
In most social situations revealed in our data, the majority of participants did not actively contact friends to alter arrangements in transit, but rather used Foursquare to see where friends were. Significantly then, Foursquare provided the possibility of social encounters without the responsibility. An important part of this process is accordingly the reduced obligation to arrive at a specific place at a specific time. Participants who used Foursquare to meet with work colleagues appreciated the fact these gathering felt less compulsory than they would through other communicative means. In this vein, several participants commented that the use of Foursquare gave them additional ability to change their mind because they did not have to make a binary decision at a specific time. This phenomenon was underlined by participants who had decided not to meet with colleagues, but then reversed their decision when either their mood or the location of the group changed.
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Serendipitous encounters
Foursquare heavily promoted the "serendipitous encounters" that can occur through location sharing. These encounters take place when one person is able to see a friend has checked-in nearby, and then meets with them. We found this did occasionally happen with our participants:
A friend Dave, he lives in Woking near me, and he just happened to be in London one day, but he wasn't planning on staying out, he was just going to go straight home, and I'd been out with work colleagues and was walking back to the train station and saw he was there, and it was sort of on the way, so I just popped in. (Dennis)
My school was in Petersfield and I saw some old people who used to go to that school live nearby, and sometimes they check-in and I'll say, hey do you want to come in for a coffee. I did that a few times. In fact, I did that pretty much every week People come by and visit. So yeah, that's been really useful. I imagine it will be good at Surrey, as a lot of my friends are quite close to Surrey, so a lot of them will probably be nearby. (Mark) This kind of meeting is notably different to the social interactions produced by older mobile phones. The ability to visualize where friends are located allowed more impromptu social encounters to transpire, stemming from a different kind of connectedness. At the same time, however, and perhaps more significantly, our research also shows that these encounters were rarely welcomed. This is important, given the positive framing of such happenstances by Foursquare. I've had a few funny moments in that sense, when I've arrived somewhere, checked-in and it has said your friend Ben is here, okay, and I've looked up and he's walked around the corner in the pub. So it has mainly been things like that. It has mainly been randomly bumping into people in the same location. If I check-in somewhere now, if there are other people there, I will see if I know them. (Doug)
Was the experience improved because of Foursquare? (Researcher) Well I probably wouldn't have known he was there. I mean, okay, he happened to walk around, but I was saying to my wife, it's really weird, it's saying a friend of mine is here and when I looked he was checked-in a couple of minutes ago, and I was like, he must still be here, and then he came around the corner. So that was kind of weird. ( This predicament illuminates that just because Foursquare can produce "serendipitous encounters," it does not necessarily follow that these meetings Amps are desirable or that participants know what social signs apply in these situations. For many participants, the possibility of such meetings were not only unwanted, but seen as markedly awkward.
It is quite awkward because if someone isn't that close you wouldn't do that kind of thing because you would feel you are stalking someone. (Robbie)
This research also found that the visualization of social space through Foursquare was used by some participants to actively avoid certain social situations. Again, this goes against the initial publicity surrounding the application.
So are your friends on Foursquare close-friends? (Researcher) Yes, they were, then since the merger with American Express I've had colleagues requesting it and obviously you can't really decline, so now it has changed slightly. But you can get around it, you can check-in at all the places you go, but when you don't want to tell certain people you can keep checking-in and it gets missed. (David) Do you mean you are using the 'private' function? (Researcher) No, what I mean is you can check-in to all the places you've been during the day, but just miss the places out that you don't want them to see. Then those people see your other check-ins and just assume you are around that area. It is like using this whole kind of openness to actually be more private. (David) In this example, David had accepted various friend requests from individuals he wasn't particularly close with. As a result, he then used the spatial affordance of Foursquare to avoid these people without appearing rude. There were other instances of participants similarly using the visualization of space to actively evade people. This shows that the coordination of social interaction through the visualization of space is not always done with social ends in mind. Just as locative media can increase the likelihood of "serendipitous encounters," it can also produce new tactics for avoiding such encounters.
Ultimately, the challenges of dealing with serendipity or even avoiding serendipity shows an important fact about the social nature of the check-in: as a relatively new form of social communication, our research revealed an established set of social norms had not arisen governing location sharing. People repeatedly expressed uncertainty about what to do when someone checked-in nearby, and as discussed earlier, they begrudgingly would sometimes meet up or go out of their way to avoid making a connection. Our data suggests that it will be interesting for future researchers to examine if a more established set of social norms does coalesce around the serendipitous encounter enabled by LBSNs.
New relationships
Foursquare uses an eponymous interface, which means participants can see unknown others who have checked-in at the same place. Our data shows that the ability to visualize nearby Foursquare users did lead some participants to develop new friendships. For the most part this was the case for participants who were more interested in the gaming side of the applications. There were several instances of participants who were fighting over a certain mayorship with an unknown other, which then provided space-based opportunities for social connections.
Like this guy Ian, I had no idea who he was, then I got a message saying he'd stolen my mayorship, and then I saw his Twitter, and tweeted him to say, give that back, and then you just get chatting, and it has got to the point where we've gone for a drink. (Dennis)
It's largely banter. Particularly the messages Foursquare sends you, like Jamie just stole the mayorship from you. You're not going to let that stand! So I took it from him and wrote, in your face. (Richard) When these situations did occur, interestingly the ensuing communication frequently took place through Twitter, as many participants had linked social media accounts and were therefore aware of accompanying usernames and the like. I only know him because he and I were vying for the 'mayorship' of Woking station for a while. I have not met him in person, because we just keep on not getting around to it, and literally the only reason we know each other at all is because for about a period of two months, we would alternate 'mayorships' about once or twice a week. (Adrian) So how did you two get in contact with each other? (Researcher) I think we probably both had it set to 'tweet' when we gained a 'mayorship', and so we started chatting on Twitter as a result, just a, ha-ha better luck next time, kind of thing, and then he sent me a Foursquare friend request at some point and I thought why not? (Adrian) I've got my Foursquare tied in with Twitter, so my check-in comes up as a status. (Ben) Another reason some participants gave for using Twitter to form these connections was that communicating through Foursquare felt too personal, whereas Twitter provided a safer more open forum to jovially "brag" about the acquisition of "mayorships". In terms of these social connections then, they were oftentimes symptomatic of participants using the application for reasons revolving around play. In other words, participants were not actively using Foursquare to make new friends per se, but rather engaging with space and place in the context of a game. This playful engagement then became a conduit through which new social ties were forged. This research shows that just as the playful affordances of Foursquare led some participants to make new friends, other participants developed additional social ties through the active community that surrounds the application. This was repeatedly the case with participants who identified themselves as being "heavy users." I've definitely made some friends that I would meet up with in real-life if I were well enough. It's just nice. There are a lot of my friends online that sort of don't understand it, don't get it, who are not particularly interested in it, so it is nice to have that little circle of people that I can literally rabbit about Foursquare with all day. I am bonkers about Foursquare. I don't know why I've got the enthusiasm that I have? I just appreciate it so much, as it has changed my life, it has got me out the house so much more than what I used to. So I've just got this big appreciation for it. (Sarah) For Sarah, Foursquare significantly allowed her to socialize with a "circle of people" that understood and appreciated her obsession with this LBSN. In several comparable incidences, participants did not necessarily make friends with other users through the Foursquare application itself, but through their involvement with unofficial Foursquare fan sites and corresponding Twitter accounts. Significantly, the "circle of people" Sarah mentioned was geographically dispersed, which was a common occurrence for participants who had developed social ties with the surrounding community. Mark touches on this point in the following extract.
A lot of them are based all over England. There's not really many near me. The closest would be Drew, because he lives in Woking. So we've crossed paths many times. I've had a few close misses with him. I was there to see Derren Brown and he was checked-in at a pub nearby and I didn't notice, I wasn't paying attention you see, and he was like, I could have seen you then, and I was like, poor me. (Mark) On the whole, our research found that participants who had made friends with other Foursquare users in this manner seldom then met these people in person. Instead, Foursquare provided a network of online contacts that participants would then engage with to "pass the time." It should be noted here that this form of engagement was again only evident with participants who classified themselves as "heavy users." In these instances, it was a mutual appreciation of Foursquare that provided a common ground for participants and "unknown others" to bond over.
Discussion
de Souza e Silva and Sutko 87 propose that as the use of locative media gains popularity, the visualization of space rather than time will increasingly mediate social life. To a certain extent our research supports this assertion. Much like in Frith's study, the visualization of space to coordinate certain gatherings "was generally limited to a few specific social situations 88 in which many people may be congregated in a limited physical area." 89 Repeatedly these situations involved evenings out with work colleagues, as opposed to close friends. Here Foursquare provided participants with the freedom to join these acquaintances when they wanted to without feeling obligated to appear at a specific time or place. In other words, the visual affordance of Foursquare effectively functioned to alleviate some of the social responsibility felt by participants who wanted to socialize on their own spatiotemporal terms, without fear of offending others. For those involved, these interactions could then unfold in a manner that felt more relaxed. This finding possibly extends Ling's 90 earlier work on how the mobile phone lessened the importance of set times, showcasing how location-sharing becomes a more passive way to loosen social bonds and arrange gatherings.
The visualization of space alone, however, did not solely coordinate these encounters. Equally important was a previously established temporal understanding that get-togethers would be organized in this way and would occur within a certain window of time. A significant aspect of these "specific social situations" then, was an awareness of the underlying intent surrounding check-ins. 91 Participants using Foursquare were cognizant that the marking of location within this context signified an invitation to "meet up". In this vein, and through a tacit agreement that a social encounter would take place at some time, Foursquare builds upon Ling and Yttri's 92 notion of "micro-coordination." In contrast to older mobile telephony and sociability, however, the visualization of space meant that neither a specific time nor place needed to be negotiated in transit. 93, 94 Instead, participants could establish where people were without actively engaging others in dialogue. Accordingly, Foursquare similarly offers a mode of "social molecularization" 95 that accentuates the sociability of the city outside of this "human-body-device-sensor-software-data configuration," 96 one that is enabled through the spatial and temporal affordances of this assemblage. Consequently, and significantly, Foursquare doesn't simply "soften" time, 97 but equally softens space.
The social sentience Foursquare permits also means there are now more opportunities for social encounters to occur that have not been previously arranged. While several participants spoke of their use of Foursquare having led to them socializing with people they otherwise wouldn't have, making their environment feel more social and echoing Humphreys' 98, 99 finding regarding Dodgeball, for the most part "serendipitous encounters" with known others were rarely welcomed. Rather than being 'serendipitous' such meetings were experienced as being "inconvenient". How successful Foursquare was at coordinating social encounters was here predicated on there being some form of tacit agreement already in place, as touched on above, suggesting that an established set of social norms had not arisen surrounding the check-in.
In alignment with Frith, 101 our research found that participants would checkin for many reasons other than social coordination. Humphreys' 102, 103 study of Dodgeball is again useful here. As she notes, "[social] interaction is a complex negotiation. The same information exchanged through Dodgeball could be used to facilitate meeting up as much as it could be used to avoid a particular person." 104 De Souza e Silva and Frith 105 propose that mobile interfaces function as "technological filters" helping "users manage interactions with city space," and thus "cope with sensory overload." 106 This study supports such a position, both in terms of identifying places to engage with as well as avoid. For instance, some participants suggested that due to the different locations, timings, and people involved, organizing post-work events prior to Foursquare was an extremely hard task. By using Foursquare in this manner, participants were effectively able to "filter" out the spaces that weren't socially significant to them, while focusing on those that were. Similarly, participants were also able to use the application to filter out the social spaces they actively wanted to avoid. In these examples, the implicit openness of Foursquare was paradoxically used to curtail sociability and bolster privacy. David's concealment of his location through outdated check-ins is an interesting case in point, which raises some pressing questions around locative media and issues pertaining to social privacy, just as it casts a much needed light on locative media practices that are undertaken to hide one's locale. 107 Importantly, checking-in on Foursquare requires an active process of engagement. Unlike some LBSNs, such as Swarm, Foursquare does not use real-time location tracking (it should be noted that this aspect of Swarm can be switched off by the user, and only general spatial coordinates are shared). In the context of Foursquare, people must search for nearby locations and then check in. The work of Papacharissi 108 is helpful here for working through some of the issues users might face when choosing to disclose personal and locative data. While privacy, in Western nations at least, is considered a basic human right, new media technologies and concomitant companies are increasingly placing the onus on individuals to determine where this entitlement begins and ends. 109 Running concurrently with this trend, monolithic companies such as Facebook and Google have been accused of breaking EU privacy law by effectively utilizing self-serving terms and conditions that implicitly implicate users in acts that contravene their own rights. As Papacharissi 110 explains, "[companies] employ privacy and terms of user statements to outline how personal information provided will be used, so that in the event of users' complaints, companies are absolved of responsibility." Users of services such as Foursquare are therefore placed in a potentially difficult position where they must reconcile fears of surveillance with their desire to interact with locative applications. In this instance, the benefits of Foursquare evidently outweighed any apprehensions participants might have felt about who was accessing their data and why, with this LBSN being used in one instance as a viable way to remain hidden. In other words, while the sharing of location can have possible negative privacy aspects and lead to a kind of social "Big Brother" observation, in the context of this study the active process of the check-in also offered the ability to limit those effects. People tended to check in strategically, highlighting some places over others and sharing locations at times when they might be more willing to meet up. People rarely checked in from private places they did not want others to know about, in part because those places are unexciting to show off to others and in part because they have little chance of social serendipity.
Lastly, our study explored whether Foursquare led to new social relationships. To reiterate, it has been suggested "we might be witnessing a technological and social shift towards the ability for location-aware media to help build and connect with new ties." 111 This research found that Foursquare did lead to some participants developing new social ties. However, much like with SNSs, this practice wasn't a common occurrence among most participants 112 but was instead reserved for those who were either heavily involved in the surrounding community or those with a deep interest in the gaming side of Foursquare. In terms of the former, for the most part new social ties were geographically dispersed and subsequently maintained online. In terms of the latter, participants who established new connections through locationbased play often did so because of a shared connection to a specific place or location.
Limitations
A limitation of this study is the gender imbalance of the participants involved. From the offset, it was notably more difficult to gain female participants than it was male participants. This, of course, could be the case for a number of reasons. It could be that the participants who helped establish contact with other participants early on had more male than female friends, and accordingly put us in touch with these users. Likewise, it could also be that female participants felt less comfortable meeting with researchers that they hadn't met before. Regardless of the reasons, future studies should examine questions of gender and locative media in more detail, as it would be hugely interesting to explore the potentially different ways men and woman employ locative applications to facilitate their social lives. Likewise, it would also be interesting to extend this research to other locales beyond the south east of the UK. Again, this could cast a meaningful light on the various ways in which location impacts how locative applications are configured and used.
Conclusion
This study has explored how people use Foursquare in the context of sociability, to coordinate social situations and develop new relationships. In doing so, our work readily contributes to research on how people use Foursquare to coordinate certain social interactions 113 as well as forge new social ties. At the same time, this study also addresses gaps in the literature surrounding LBSNs and sociability using original research, which is frequently lacking in this field. 114 As the use of locative media continues to increase 115 as well as develop in new and perhaps wearable ways, 116 there will be further opportunities for people to share their location, coordinate meetings, and create new social bonds. With this in mind, new social understandings will need to be developed around locative applications and the intentions behind the marking of one's location, because it is apparent check-ins mean different things to different people. While LBSNs and sociability are limited in scope now, new forms of locative media might lend themselves to a variety of different situations. Future studies should explore these issues in the context of specific LBSNs, paying close attention to their communicative affordances and the various social opportunities they might support.
Notes
